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Summary 

Taking action to address climate change by reducing U.S. emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs) 
is among President Obama’s major goals. At an international conference in Copenhagen in 2009, 
he committed the United States to reducing emissions of greenhouse gases 17% by 2020, as 
compared to 2005 levels. At the time, 85 other nations also committed to reductions. 

Since U.S. GHG emissions peaked in 2007, a variety of factors — some economic, some the effect 
of government policies at all levels — have brought the United States more than halfway to 
reaching the 2020 goal. Getting the rest of the way would likely depend, to some degree, on 
continued GHG emission reductions from electric power plants, which are the largest source of 
U.S. emissions. 

In June 2013, the President released a Climate Action Plan that addressed this and other climate 
issues. At the same time, he directed the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to propose 
standards for “carbon pollution” (i.e., carbon dioxide, the principal GHG) from existing power 
plants by June 2014 and to finalize them in June 2015. Under the President’s timetable, by June 
2016, states would be required to submit to EPA plans to implement the standards. 

On June 2, 2014, EPA responded to the first of these directives by releasing the proposed 
standards. 

The proposal relies on authority given EPA by Congress decades ago in Section 111(d) of the 
Clean Air Act (CAA). This section has been little used — the last use was in 1996 — and never 
interpreted by the courts, so a number of questions have arisen regarding the extent of EPA’s 
authority and the mechanisms of implementation. EPA tends to refer to the regulations as 
“guideline documents” — although that term is not used in the statute — perhaps to indicate that the 
section is intended to give primary authority to the states. The proposed guideline document 
would set interim (2020s averages) and final (2030) emission rate goals for each state based on 
four “building blocks” — broad categories that describe different reduction measures; in general, 
however, the policies to be adopted to reach these goals would be determined by the states, not 
EPA. 

EPA faced a number of issues in developing the proposed regulations: 

• How large a reduction in emissions would it propose, and by when? 

• What year would it choose as the base against which to measure progress? 

• How flexible would it make the regulations? Would it adopt a “mass-based” limit 
on total emissions or a rate -based (e.g., pounds of carbon dioxide per megawatt- 
hour of electricity) approach? 

• What role might allowance systems play in meeting the goals? 

• Will compliance be determined only by the actions of power companies (i.e., 

“inside the fence” actions) or will actions by energy consumers (“outside the 
fence”) be part of compliance strategies? 

• Would states and power companies that have already reduced GHG emissions 
receive credit for doing so? What about states and power generators with high 
levels of emissions, perhaps due to heavy reliance on coal-fired power? Would 
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they be required to reduce emissions more than others, less than others, or the 
same? 

• What role would there be for existing programs at the state and regional levels, 
such as the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGG1), and for broader 
greenhouse gas reduction programs such as those implemented pursuant to 
California’s AB 32? 

This report summarizes EPA’s proposal and answers many of these questions. In addition to 
discussing details of the proposed rule, the report addresses a number of questions regarding the 
reasons EPA is proposing this rule; EPA’s authority under Section 1 1 1 of the CAA; EPA’s 
previous experience using that authority; the steps the agency must take to finalize the proposed 
rule; and other background questions. 
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O n June 2, 2014, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) released proposed standards 
for greenhouse gas (GEIG) emissions from existing fossil-fueled power plants under 
Section 111(d) of the Clean Air Act. 1 The proposal appeared in the Federal Register, June 
18, 2014. 2 The rule and various supporting materials are posted on EPA’s website: 
http://www2.epa.gov/carbon-pollution-standards/clean-power-plan-proposed-rule. 

Publication in the Federal Register began a public comment period, which will run until October 
16, 2014. Comments can be submitted by Members and the public on http://www.regulations.gov 
(docket number EPA-EIQ-OAR-20 13-0602). The agency will hold public hearings in Denver, 
Atlanta, Pittsburgh, and Washington, DC, during the week of July 28 in addition to allowing 
submission of written comments. 

Prior to this rule’s release, EPA had already conducted a significant amount of outreach to 
interested parties. According to Bloomberg BNA, “Senior Environmental Protection Agency 
officials consulted with at least 210 separate groups representing a broad range of interests in the 
Washington, DC, area and held more than 100 meetings and events with additional organizations 
across regional offices as the agency prepared its carbon pollution regulation for existing power 
plants.” 3 

The proposal generated a substantial amount of interest even before its release, because the 
economy and the health, safety, and well-being of the nation depend on a reliable and affordable 
power supply. Congressional committees have asked EPA officials numerous questions about the 
rule, and individual Members have written EPA to express concerns regarding the rule’s potential 
impacts. 4 

In order to provide basic information about EPA’s pending action, this report addresses the 
proposal in a Q&A format. 



Background 

Q: Why is EPA proposing this rule? 

A: EPA is proposing emissions guidelines to limit carbon dioxide (C0 2 ) emissions from existing 
power plants under Section 111(d) of the Clean Air Act (CAA) for a variety ofreasons. Some 
important context includes the following: 



*42 U.S.C. §741 1(d). 

2 U.S. EPA, “Carbon Pollution Emission Guidelines for Existing Stationary Sources: Electric Utility Generating Units,” 
Proposed Rule, 79 Federal Register 34830, June 18, 2014. 

3 “EPA Consulted with Hundreds of Groups on Carbon Rule for Existing Power Plants,” Daily Environment Report, 
April 8, 2014. For EPA’s discussion of the pre-proposal outreach effort, see Section III of the Preamble to the proposed 
rule, “Stakeholder Outreach and Conclusions,” 79 Federal Register 34845-34851. 

4 See, for example, the letter from a bipartisan group of 47 Senators to EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy, May 22, 
2014, at http://www.fischer.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/79d2321e-175c-4456-b4c7-19b600e 15288/5. 22. 14-senate- 
ghg-dear-colleague-letter.pdf. 
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